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	1. 01

**_Flight Of The Phantom_**

**1.**

The gymnasium at Modesco AFB, near the town of Sovereign, North Coralco, was brightly lit by rows of hanging florescent bulbs.

_Too _brightly lit, Jet Hawkins thought as he circled his smaller, twelve-years-younger opponent.

Because of the glaring white light, Jet could see every line, every sweaty fiber of fur, every diamond of perspiration on Miles "Tails" Prower's vulpine nose. He didn't _want _details like that. He wanted the whole fox, the swarthy, almost muddy thing that flowed and danced and attacked. The living _soul_ of the fox. He had no use for these pieces, these brightly delineated fragments that seemed less like a boxer than a Halloween costume of one.

Beyond them, fliers and mechanics and desk jockeys were lifting weights and shooting baskets and doing their Tai Chi. Jet saw them clearly, too, and hated their overly pumped and sharply defined shapes, their repetitive moves. They reminded him of blister-packed action figures.

_This isn't the way it should be, _Jet thought.

When the Major was growing up in the Babylon section of Alderney, the gyms in which he hung out _were _real. They were for boxers only. You could practically feel the body odor, taste the sweat, hear the hearts beating with rage. It was like the monkey house in the zoo, stinking and alive—not like this antiseptic temple of fitness, where the cardiovascular workouts were designed to get the blood flowing, not to build character.

The lighting back then was yellowish-to-dark, provided by a few dim bulbs hanging from long wires. Occasionally, they hissed as sweat from a bashed-back head or piledriver arm landed on them.

_There are more dim bulbs in the rings than above them, _Jet thought fondly. And it was arguable which of them generated more wattage. But those guys had heart. Like the welterweight Bobby Prewitt, who was sharp and bloody as a razor. And smart. Years before Ali, he was playing mind games with his opponents. Then there was Dick C. Wells, a six-footer who had a spitfire left jab—right uppercut—left hook combo that could snap a head around like a tin cup struck by buckshot.

But most of the palookas who got slammed into the sweat and blood-darkened corner cushions or occasionally got whomped against the ring posts were not smart, not fast, and not durable. After three rounds, their arms were twenty-pound buckwheat noodles hanging from their shoulders.

What they had, though, was a love of competition, and that gave them heart and drive and a little extra stamina that allowed them to look in the mirror afterward and call themselves men. The dignity that life beat out of them as they swept movie theater floors or hawked newspapers outside subway stops or stood in clouds of sizzling burger grease—they got that back here, in the ring.

Jet loved all those guys, and he missed them. But most of all he missed the _times. _Not only were the gyms now sterile, but the people weren't athletes. They were clay, sculpted with the help of computer programs and steroids and vanity. And the ring was worst of all. The headgear and the sissy-ass mouthguards and protective cups were designed to take punishment the head and loins and soul used to endure, and an Air Force shrink stuck in her self-righteous pin now and then to make sure the sport of Jim Corben and Rocky Marciano and the Sugar Rays Robinson and Leonard wasn't creating a race of mush-brained psycho warriors.

_As if the world isn't doing that all by itself, _Jet thought as he faked right, then threw a brick-solid left at the unsuspecting Tails.

The fox's head had been moving to Jet's left to escape the right. The left caught his cheekbone, stopped the face with an _oof, _and caused it to snap to the right. There, another of Jet's rights was waiting. Only this one connected.

Landing a combo so fine brought the green hawk's thoughts back to the ring, to this ring. He looked at Tails. His orange fur sweat-darkened to an almond-brown, his young puppy face, sharp ears, and narrow eyes, he reminded Jet of an elf. One who wasn't too happy just now.

"Okay, you see what happened there?" Jet asked with a Snidely Whiplash grin.

Tails shook his head several times. He looked like a sprinkler as perspiration flew. "Pretty sure you hit me," he sputtered.

"Yeah, I hit you, Descartes," Jet said, dancing on the balls of his feet. "Twice. You bleed, therefore you are. What happened was, I set you up. I forced you to move left, clocked you, then was free to use my right at my leisure. Result? _Rock 'em, Sock 'em Robot."_

Jet threw a right hook, Tails moved his head to the left, stopped as a left hook came screaming at him, and jerked right. He was nailed solidly by a right jab.

"Set'cha up again, fox boy!" Jet hooted, dancing higher now.

"Just call me Mr. Duckpin," Tails said.

"I'll call ya slow on the uptake. See, you expect it again so instead I take the right in hard. That's what boxing's all about, friend. Make your opponent think you're gonna do one thing, then do another. That's how Ali took the title from Foreman. He beat him with the rope-a-dope. Don't you remember?"

"I don't remember what day of the week it is," Tails wheezed.

Two more quick left jabs connected with Tails mouth, dazing him. Jet smiled as he lowered his arms. They swung with ape-like easiness at his side. He let his feathered chest deflate and his gut sag. His head bobbed from side to side.

"Hit me," Jet said.

"Yeah, sure."

"Scout's honor," Jet's smile remained. "I won't coldcock you. Try some kind of one-two."

Tails rolled his lips together, lowered his strong brow, and unleashed a feisty left uppercut. Jet moved his head to the other side. When Tails followed with a right hook, Jet pulled his hands in front of his face and took the blow in the gloves.

"See?" the hawk said, lowering his gloves. "You got a little worn down, and I got a chance to catch a breath. Yeah, see, everyone thought Ali's arms had run out. That he's on empty. Un-uh—no. He was just settin' Foreman up. He's letting him burn himself out. Eighth round comes along. Ali starts hittin'. Poor George has got nothing left. Ding ding!"

"Fight's over," Tails said.

"You're learning," said Jet.

Tails shifted his jaw from side to side. There was a look of consternation on his glistening features, as well as a loud popping from below his right ear.

"I'm also losing all feeling in the left side of my face," Tails complained. "That's okay, right?"

Jet laughed. "It's what the new breed of pugilists calls 'Superficial shock re—"

The front of Tails' left glove knocked the "action" back down Jet's throat and snapped his head like a punching bag. A follow-up right caught him on the chin. Jet stepped back, his legs wobbly. He wasn't laughing anymore.

"You know what happened there, J?" Tails grinned. "You left me standing."

"Yeah," he said. His biceps tightened as he raised his arms. His fists moved in tiny, dangerous circles. "I won't make that mistake again."

Tails let out his belly and hunkered down behind his gloves. He breathed from his gut, not his chest, so he wouldn't lose his wind if his torso were hit.

"Don't waste your time with a rope-a-dope," Jet warned. "You ain't Ali."

Tails said nothing. He threw a left jab followed by a right uppercut. Jet deflected the jab but the uppercut landed, albeit barely, as Jet took a step back. He was still stepping back as Tails caught him flush with a left hook.

Jet was hurt. He had to plant his feet firmly to remain standing.

Tails lowered his arms and sucked in a deep breath. Before he could exhale, however, Jet had recovered sufficiently to unleash a right uppercut that caused Tails to stagger back. Before Tails could recover, the tall hawk moved in with a battery of uppercuts and crosses that put Tails behind his gloves and against the ropes.

Jet grunted with each blow, oblivious to the crowd collecting around the ring, "woo-woo-wooing" with approval, some of them cheering Tails on. Lots of these folks didn't like Jet, but Jet hadn't a fuck to give. Most of them had lost to him at poker, been passed over for flight assignments that he got, or got whooped by him right here in the ring. No one liked a winner, except the winner's mother.

Jet closed in on Tails as he moved to the left, toward his corner. A right cross drew blood from Tails' left nostril.

"You're bleedin'," Jet crowed. "That's always the beginning of the end."

"Hey, J!" someone yelled. "Give him some breathing room!"

Jet looked away, his fists circling quicker than before. Tails took a step in and raised his fists, though they weren't so high or as confident as they'd been.

"Let me give you a little tip," Jet said, the hint of a smile returning. "Don't watch my hands. Watch my shoulders. That's where the punch starts."

Jet illustrated with a right uppercut that sent perspiration spraying onto the turnbuckle pad.

"See what I mean?" the hawk said.

Tails backed away, just two steps away from the corner cushions.

"You were lookin' at my hands," Jet chided. "Let's try it again. Ready?"

Tails answered yes with his silence. Jet faked with a left uppercut and connected with a right cross. Tails fell back a step but remained standing. The hangdog expression was hanging more than before.

"Come on. Focus. Ready?" Jet asked.

Jet unleashed two fakes, a left cross and a right jab, and then the left hook connected.

"My shoulders!" Jet sneered. "Watch my shoulders! That's how you tell the counterfeits from the real bills. Ready?"

Tails' eyebrows scrunched. The fabric of the gloves tightened as his fists did, and he nodded.

Jet faked left. Tails' eyes were on Jet's shoulders, and he didn't move. Tails saw a momentary opening and tried to take advantage of it with a right cross. Jet was impressed, but he had enough room to jump back, out of the way, then step back in. As he did, he put everything into a right uppercut.

Tails was trapped, and from his _I'm fucked_ look Jet could tell he knew it. Tails couldn't get his arm back and gloves up fast enough to protect himself. There was nothing to do but take what was coming. And what was coming was a right uppercut that started just above Jet's knee and ended on Tails' mouth, like a kiss from a wrecking ball. Tails flopped back against the cushions, tried to hold onto the ropes with his gloves, but only succeeded in breaking his fall, not preventing it. Blood seeped from around the base of a tooth, pooled behind his lip, and spilled over the side.

Jet stood over him, no longer angry. He motioned with a fist, and one of the other fighters climbed onto the apron and unlaced Jet's glove.

He offered his hand to Tails, who pushed it aside. Jet ignored him and helped him to his feet.

"The rule of the ring," Jet said. "is that when the gloves come off, you leave the fight behind."

Tails leaned face-forward against the ropes as a soldier undid his laces. When the gloves were off, one of the jocks tossed Tails a sweaty towel, which he stuffed between his lower lip and his gum.

"It's behind," Tails said when he removed the towel. He pushed it back in for a moment, jabbed it around, then wiggled his tooth to make sure it was still secure. "Can I leave the pain behind, too?"

Jet laughed as he helped Tails through the ropes. "Only when you die, my friend," the green hawk said. "Only then."

* * *

><p><em>This fanfic is based off the action flick Broken Arrow from 29th Century Fox 1996.<br>All Sega, Fleetway, Archie, and all other trademarked properties copyright of their respective owners._
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**2.**

The water pressure in the locker room was never strong enough to revitalize the sore body or hot enough to revive the deadened soul. But today, lukewarm and drizzly, it was just what Tails needed to work out a battered mouth and soothe weary arms.

Once every week, for five months, Tails and Jet had climbed into the ring. "To spar," as Jet called it. And once a week Jet gave him a lesson in the pugilistic arts. How to take a punch, why you don't stand flat-footed, how to protect your chin—all of it illustrated with blows.

Tails wasn't sure why he'd agreed to do it way back when, other than the fact that Jet was a pal who needed a sparring partner and he gave him twenty-to-one odds on each fight. Besides, it was better to be sore than to have Jet moping or edgy when they sat together in the cockpit. Still, right now he wondered why they couldn't play hoops or tennis like other fliers. Tails sucked at those, too, but a jammed thumb or fuzzy ball to the breadbasket weren't as painful as this.

_We do this because J likes to do what he's good at, _Tails told himself. _He also likes to win._

That was what made Jet a great pilot. That was why he went into a serious funk when he failed to make the grade at G.U.N. (Guardian Unit of Nations) High Command. And that was why Tails agreed to spar with him, to help bring him out of his depression. It seemed to be working, though Tails wondered if he'd have any teeth or discernable bone structure left by the time Jet was cured.

Jet had finished showering first. He was already suiting up on the bench beneath a cloud of cigarette smoke. Tails lumbered into the nearly deserted locker room, a towel around his waist. His trim but not overly muscular chest was somewhat tender from a couple of body blows he'd taken early in the warm-up. It didn't hurt—not yet. That would come tomorrow. The pain always came later, like getting kicked in the nuts.

Though Tails had never given Jet the combination, the door of his locker was opened, as usual. The inside was covered with photographs of exotic airplanes, from the SR-75 to the Super Mirage 5000. The only cheesecake pose was of supermodel Breezy McKay, a leggy, green-furred hedgehog, and she was only there because of the F-118B Starscream on the tarmac behind her.

Jet watched as Tails sat down and flopped an armful of clothes on the seat beside him.

"Jesus," Tails groaned. "do I have to watch you smoke right after you kick my ass?"

"Yep. Add insult to injury, son. That's my motto."

Tails waved through the smoke and glanced at Jet's locker, which was sparse and Zen-like in its neatness.

"You know what your lungs must look like?" Tails said.

"Dark and nasty. Like my soul," Jet said. "Next time we're in an outta-control power dive, we can compare lungs. Like it'll matter, right?"

"Just 'cause we live dangerously, doesn't mean we have to screw up our bodies," Tails said. "Besides, you're not supposed to smoke in here."

"So I've heard," Jet took another drag, then impertinently blew smoke rings in Tails' direction. "What're you gonna do—beat me up?"

"One day I will," Tails vowed. He stretched his hand toward his partner. There was a twenty mobium bill between his index and middle fingers. "In the meantime, here."

Jet squinted through the smoke. "Nope, I can't accept that, bud. Not today."

Tails urged the money to him. "Just take it and shut up."

Jet held up a hand. "No, really, I can't. I feel bad. How many times have we fought, and how many times have you won?"

"A gazillion, and never," Tails replied. "C'mon, all I need's just two victories and I win it all back. Now take the damn money, ya jerk."

Jet smiled. "If you insist," he folded the money into the first pocket of his flight suit.

Tails began dressing. His movements were slow.

"You know why you didn't beat me today?" Jet asked.

"Because you've been boxing for damn-near all your life and you're much better at it than I am?" Tails suggested.

Jet shook his head. "Because you don't want it bad enough."

"Yeah, right," Tails said with a scoff.

"No, really. You don't have the will to win."

Tails scowled. "Stop it. Your deep insight is just too much for me to digest."

"Look, this is no shit," Jet said. "You had me today. You clipped me with that right uppercut and then clocked me good with that left. I was back on my heels. You could have shut me down. But you blinked."

Tails rolled a shoulder. "We were only sparring, J."

Jet's gaze hardened. "Thinking like that is exactly why you lost. Life isn't about sparring, Tails."

"Think I saw that on a T-shirt once," Tails quipped.

Jet shook his head. "You know what your problem is?"

"You just told me," Tails said as he bent to pull on his socks. "I don't want it bad enough."

"I don't mean about boxing. Your problem is you don't fight for anything. Remember that waitress in Chow Fat's restaurant last week. That sexy little ermine, Erma—"

"Yeah, I wasn't her type," Tails said defensively.

"Johnny Lightfoot wasn't her type either and she went out with him."

Tails looked surprised. "She did?"

Jet nodded.

"Well, good for Johnny," Tails said.

"She fucked him, too."

"Double-good."

"I hear it was. You also didn't take back that rap CD you bought last week," Jet said. "The code scanner didn't register the sale price—they owe you back. But you shrug it off."

"I've found money on the street. Way I see it, God evens things out."

"God's got better things to do than keep track of your finances. You've got to look out for yourself. We all do."

"So you've got it all figured out, then, huh?" Tails said as he pulled on his flight suit. "Well, maybe you got it all wrong, J."

"I doubt it."

"Really? You ever think that maybe you fight _too_ much?"

Jet snickered. "There's no such thing as fighting too much. Bottom dog's got to fight to improve his lot, and even top dog's got to fight to stay on top. Life is fighting."

"What about diplomacy?" Tails asked. "You'd be in GUN H.Q. today if you'd learned to bend a little. If you didn't insist on telling everyone exactly what it is they're doing wrong. If every discussion didn't grow from debate to disagreement to fight."

"Admit it, though," Jet said. "I'm usually right, aren't I?"

Tails made a face. "Pointing out screw-ups in the military doesn't exactly put you in the genius club, J."

"It isn't just the military," Jet shot back. "The gym, Chow Fat's, the locker room—I'm right wherever I go." He took a long drag from his cigarette, then pulled out the twenty and handed it back to Tails. "Take this back."

Tails shook his head. "No, that's yours."

"If you weren't giving the fight everything you've got, then I don't want it."

"No," Tails said. "I mean—that's yours, literally. I took it out of your wallet while you were in the shower."

Tails flung Jet his wallet, and Jet slumped forward, his cigarette hanging on his lower mandible.

"Once in a while, partner, you do pull one out of a hat." Jet slipped the money into his wallet and put his wallet back in the locker. He closed the door and gave the tumbler a spin, then looked at his watch. "I'll give you another thirty seconds, then I'm off to the briefing. General Morrison was acting a little cranky today, and I don't wanna be late."

Tails zipped up the front of his charcoal gray flight suit. As he laced up his black boots, he ran his tongue along his lower teeth. "The bleeding seems to have stopped. I think I can attend without spitting or making a spectacle of myself."

Jet stood and lit a fresh cigarette with the old one. "Just once, I'd like to see you make a spectacle of yourself. Shuck off the inhibitions from your farm boy youth, get drunk, watch a four-way lesbian porno, tie your shoes one eyelet short of the top—something. Anything."

Tails finished lacing his boots and rose. The litany of his virtues made him feel better. "Flying at mach-three-plus is all the excitement I need, J. Maybe one day you'll learn to be satisfied with life's simpler rewards."

"I doubt that very much," Jet said, slapping his partner on the back as they left the locker room.
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**3. **

The stony set in General Guntiver Morrison's face could only had been chiseled there from the thirty-plus years serving inside North Mobius' military-industrial complex, dealing with those above or within his command. On a good day, when the grayish-brown arctic wolf did decide to lighten up, the sunken somewhat-smile that threatened to crumble across his granite countenance gave the hound the impression of Boris Karloff's Frankenstein after the monster had first risen from the slab—a patrician air of superiority bordering on loathing.

Tails didn't know why, but he liked the sixty-two-year-old fart.

As Jet and Tails walked in, Guntiver was sitting behind his big gunmetal desk, looking at a map on his computer screen. Two young aides were behind him, hunched over the screen.

"General," the fliers said, saluting.

"Evening, gentlemen," Guntiver said. He looked up and touched the side of an index finger to his forehead. His aides acknowledged the men with a nod, then did a Si and Am slink through a rear door into the small situation room.

_I've got a secret and I'm not telling._ Tails thought as he read their expressions. He didn't know whether to be worried or excited and ended up with a taste of both.

Guntiver's eyes settled on Jet and remained there. "Major, is my name Rip Van Winkle?"

Jet looked at him curiously. "Sir?"

"Have I been sleeping, and were you recently promoted past me?"

"No, sir," Jet replied.

Guntiver's gaze drifted to the red-and-white No Smoking sign on the wall. "Then why are you smoking in my briefing room?"

"Ah. Sorry, about that, sir. That'll never happen again," Jet said. He plucked the cigarette from his mouth. "May I?" he asked, leaning toward a G.U.N. ashtray on the desk.

"No you may not," the general grumbled. "I got that from Walter Cohaagen himself."

"Oops, sorry." Jet straightened, crushed the cigarette out between his thumb and index finger, and slipped the dead butt in his pocket.

Tails was wearing a _Didn't I warn you? _expression. The major chastely cleared his throat and resumed standing at attention. "What's the mission profile, sir?" Jet asked.

Guntiver sat back. "You take off in a Phantom at oh-dark-thirty. You're to fly a simulated low-level border penetration. Hug the ground all the way."

"Scare some cows," Tails said, enthused. "and piss off some farmers, assuming they can spot you."

"The usual," Jet added.

"Not exactly, major," Guntiver raised a finger. "Tonight it's going to be a little unusual. You'll be carrying two live nukes on this exercise."

Tails and Jet swapped looks. Tails' was one of disbelief, Jet's one of delight.

"Real ones?" Tails asked, quizzical.

"The genuine articles," Guntiver replied. "Winnemac's concerned about low-level gamma and X-ray diffusion screwing up the peripherals in the aircraft. So they want to send up a couple on a predawn run, see if anything glows."

"Sixty-ones?" asked Tails.

Guntiver shook his head slowly. "Big ones."

"Eighty-threes," Jet seemed to brighten.

The general nodded.

Tails gave a whistle. "Crowd pleasers."

"Indeed, captain," Guntiver said. His eyes fastened on Jet. "And major?"

"Sir?"

"Do me a favor."

"Anything, sir?"

"Don't give the security boys a hard time this afternoon."

Jet appeared hurt. "Sir, I assure you I have only the utmost respect for—"

"Save the bullshit for the waitresses at Chow Fat's, major," Guntiver groaned.

"Yes, sir."

The general lifted a sheet of paper and shook it. Tails could see _Modesco AFB Secu__rity/Eyes Only _printed in bold red letters across the top.

"I know about the Big Bird sticker you pasted on your ID yesterday, and the Bally's Gym membership card from 1987 you tried to pass off two days before that."

Jet said, "I was just trying to keep things loose, sir. It can get a little hairy out there sometimes."

"I sympathize," Guntiver drawled, sardonic. "And since you're also one of my best pilots, I'm going to overlook these complaints—"

"Thank you from the bottom," Jet bowed slightly.

"—for now," the general added. "One more incident like these and I'm going to ground your ass for a month of Sundays. Got that?"

"Loud and clear, sir?"

Guntiver shook his head. "I don't like to threaten a man of your caliber, major, but I don't run this base for your amusement."

"No, you certainly do not, sir."

Guntiver, stonefaced, folded the paper and tore it in two. "Now, gentlemen—have yourselves a good flight and I'll see you on your return."

"Yes, sir," both men said, saluting.

"And thank you, sir," Jet added. "Thank you very much."

Guntiver motioned him out with a wave of his hand.

As the men turned and left, Tails wondered whether General Morrison had tasted Jet's insincerity beneath its thin candy shell, or if it were necessary to share a cockpit and adjoining lockers to read Jet so well.

_Or could it be denial? _Tails wondered. Jet was Guntiver's boy, handpicked seventeen years ago out of flight school and given all the juicy new planes. They'd been together ever since. The general didn't think bad thoughts about him unless he saw them in writing. And even then, as today, he cut him slack thick as a couple of time zones.

However, if Guntiver had been a little melancholy, Jet was anything but. His step was jaunty as they headed through the outer office of the administration building, toward the field and the row of hangers.


End file.
